Abstract
A Brief Study of the Theory of Lament
Walter Brueggemann has thought and written much about biblical lament over the past decades. In considering biblical lament, he notes:
2 "The issue of pain is crucial in Israel's portrayal of God." Indeed, by ignoring the realities of pain, one's theological system may be 'coherent and comfortable", but when one's desire for an end to pain is sufficiently strong, one will engage in lament, 3 and thereby grow in one's understanding of the character of God.
The fact that God allows lament against Godself to be included in the biblical text helps us gain a new vision of God's nature. In particular, lament reveals the following notions about God:
 God is not complacent about suffering  God is not restricted to a dualistic system of retributive justice  God engages with the complainant, but does not rebuke or crush him / her  God does not view complaint as a lack of faith or hope  God allows Godself to be criticised
God is not Complacent about Suffering
Suffering is a spiritual phenomenon, 4 and has a sacred dimension. 5 YHWH perceives suffering in this way, and thus 'the cry" (borne out of pain and truth) 6 prompts a response 2 http://scriptura.journals.ac.za 4 Dickie from YHWH, and indeed in Exodus 2:24-25, it is clear that YHWH is attentive to 'the cry'. As Kugel claims: "Hearing the victim's cry is a god's duty and God's duty". 7 The reality of hurt is experienced and voiced, and this links earth to heaven. The hurt is heard, and heaven acts. 8 Indeed, God is perceived as "either the perpetrator of the pain or the negligent permitter of such", 9 for pain is either the result of human agency or the consequence of the action of God (either merited or 'without cause'). 10 This might suggest that God is complacent about human suffering. However, the inclusion of many laments in the Scriptures indicates that the "injection of the reality of pain into the sinews of social relationship" with YHWH is an essential part of revealing more of YHWH's character.
As Brueggemann notes, lament is always 'a dangerous posture' as it may be rejected by God, but Israel discovered that protest speech "is taken seriously in a way that permits a newness".
11 Throughout history, as people refuse to acquiesce to suffering but bring their complaints and questions to God, something happens. Job, in his suffering, could not be at peace with God and so wrestled with God, thereby securing a response. 12 The person who laments in Psalm 22 knows that "God does not regard suffering as an ideal", 13 but asserts that "(the LORD) has not despised the affliction of the afflicted, and has not hidden his 14 face from him".
15
It seems indeed that God expects the complainant to complain. Trust in a "good and powerful God" requires that one be confused by suffering. As Gutierrez 16 observes, "Those who suffer unjustly have a right to complain and protest. Their cry expresses both their bewilderment and their faith." In the case of Job, it was his complaint, bewilderment, and confrontation that resulted in "his full encounter with his God".
17 Similarly, Brueggemann notes that for the Jewish people, "an adequate relationship with God permits and requires a human voice that will speak out against every wrong perpetrated either on earth or by heaven".
18 And God allows this voice to speak, without interruption. This is seen clearly in Those who are suffering are living in a situation that is contrary to God's will, and God's love provokes a longing for change . Gutierrez 20 claims that "The basis for God's attitude is in God, in his (sic) gratuitous and universal love." We see the same hope in Job (Job 16:19 ESV) when he claims: "He who testifies for me is on high". Job had already appealed to God against God 21 in 14:13 (ESV): "Oh that you would conceal me until your wrath be past". Job saw that, although God seemed to be at the root of his problem, God was also the one who could relieve him. As Bullock 22 notes, "the (lamenter's) trust is in the true character of YHWH", who is not complacent about suffering.
However, the unacceptability of suffering to a loving God then raises the question of God's power over evil. As Stone 23 notes, "the unacceptability of suffering … calls into question any theological discourse that is willing to construct a comforting God while refusing to confront the difficult question of evil." This 'difficult question' is beyond the scope of this article, but the fact that God is moved by laments, and often moved to action albeit not necessarily that requested, does indicate that God is not complacent about suffering.
One needs to remember, too, that God laments, and God's lament precedes and supercedes human lament. 24 Even as God seems to afflict in judgment, so too God laments in incomprehensible grief. The God of wrath is also the God who mourns and is compassionate. 25 In the words of Berkhof, "His [sic] judgment is nothing other than his [sic] wounded love."
26
The book of Isaiah (1:2) begins with God's lament over the rebellion of his people. The same lament recurs in Jeremiah 8:5. The redactors putting these laments at the beginning of the prophetic books, wanted to say that the compassion of God does not depart when God intervenes as judge. 27 In Hosea 6:4, we see God 'wrestling with himself'. 28 God mourns the destruction of God's people (for example, see Jeremiah 12:7) but it is God who has given them over into the hands of their enemies. Westermann 29 asserts that "The juxtaposition of God's wrath and God's grief vis-à-vis the people in these texts is almost incomprehensible." This tells us about God's relationship with God's people which finds its fulfilment in God's suffering for God's people. 
Lament reveals that God does not hold to a Dualistic System of Retributive Justice
'Contractual theology' proposes that God punishes disobedience and rewards obedience. However, the Scriptures indicate that life does not fit into such a dualistic system. The classic example is that of Job, a man considered by God to be 'blameless' (Job 1:8 ESV) and yet who suffered a string of excessive losses. Many other biblical texts also show that the experience of suffering is not simply related to reward and retribution. 30 Retributive justice is not the only operative motivator in the way God acts. There is another, which Brueggemann 31 calls 'the embrace of pain', a trajectory which permits 'life outside the contract'. The two trajectories are not necessarily in opposition, but they exist in tension.
32
As Gutierrez 33 notes, "God's love operates in a world not of cause and effect but of freedom and gratuitousness". Through the many dialogues with God, Job is pointed "towards a different way of thinking", to understand that issues other than 'rudimentary justice' are at stake. 34 He realises that God cannot be limited to act in a binary way, rewarding 'the good' and punishing 'the evil'. God is far more complex than such dualistic thinking allows.
35
It is true that "the justice of God is a fundamental datum of the Bible", and thus God does not rebuke Job for having demanded justice.
36 However, God seeks to help Job move beyond "imprisoning God in a narrow conception of justice", 37 helping him to understand that justice is only one element in the way God interacts with God's people. The 'voice of pain' is another important element, "a proper partner in the relationship with God. 38 Brueggemann 39 claims that the 'voice of pain', although not a 'central proposal', serves "an important probing function", helping us understand that "God's good news consists in more than structure legitimation." Through lament and the embrace of pain, transformation can arise, enriching the relationship with God beyond that of a contract. Thus, as Gutierrez 40 concludes, "Job's freedom finds expression in his complaints and rebellion; God's freedom finds expression in the gratuitousness of the divine love that refuses to be confined within a system of predictable rewards and punishments".
The recognition that there are counter-voices contained alongside one another in the biblical text is significant for it enables one to understand the character of God more fully. 
God does not view Complaint as a Lack of Faith or Hope
Complaint to God is presented in the Scriptures as "an act of hope that fully expects a response from a hearing God who is capable and who may be willing to intervene in effective ways". 44 It is not viewed by God as evidence of a lack of faith. 45 Rather, as Bullock 46 asserts, "There is a place in biblical faith for this kind of boldness before God. The psalms of lament carve out a spiritual niche for us where we can use the colloquial language of life's hurts and still stay within the vocabulary of faith." Gutierrez 47 goes even further when he claims that "In the Bible, complaint does not exclude hope; in fact, they go together". Walter Kasper 48 gives the example of Jesus' words on the cross ('My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?' Matthew 27:46 ESV) as representing "not a cry of despair but a prayer confident of an answer, and one which hopes for the coming of God's kingdom". Even in the midst of Job's excruciating pain, he reveals moments of hope (as in Job 13:15) as well as belief in God's 'wisdom and might' (Job 12:13 ESV). And it is to God that he brings his lament, "filled with deep pain but also with lively hope". 49 Indeed, the recognition of pain is "the beginning of … felt hope. Those who are capable of noticing their hurt recognise that it is not normal and is unacceptable, and the situation must be changed." 50 As those in pain insist on raising their protest through complaint and petition, the way is opened for hope to emerge. However, hope does not deny the significant obstacles along the way, 51 and thus is almost always infused with fear, to some degree.
52
But hope is allied with humility and imagination as it actively seeks to make new meaning.
53
Laments help us to reflect on the relationship between hurt and hope. As Brueggemann 54 observes, "The Old Testament … mediates ethical reflection through disclosures of hurt and articulations of hope". If the complaint of hurt includes petition (as do many laments), this can be seen as "an act of hope, fully anticipating that God can and 42 West, "Between Text and Trauma", 227. 43 West, "Between Text and Trauma", 226. 44 Brueggemann, "Lament as wake-up call", 232.
45
The recurring use of the possessive in the form of a vocative is evidence of the trust relationship. Ferris http://scriptura.journals.ac.za 8 Dickie will hear the petition and act to transform the circumstance". 55 The speaker waits for God's response, "is not intimidated, accepts no responsibility for the problems, and proposes no way out. … If there is to be a next move, it will have to be on the part of God". 56 This reveals the faith of the lamenter, believing that God can, and will, bring relief. Moreover, lament is based on the belief that "there is some benevolent disposition toward oneself somewhere in the universe, conveyed by a caring person". 57 In the biblical text, the lamenter has faith that YHWH will respond with care, either directly or through a third party. As Gerstenberger 58 notes, " [Laments] are acts of a relentless hope that believes no situation falls outside Yahweh's capacity for transformation [or] … outside Yahweh's responsibility." Brueggemann 59 sees the hope as not only for some future time, but "also a dismantling of the present". For some scholars, 60 the lamenter's hope lies in the possibility that YHWH "might turn his [sic] anger and be gracious". "Where the cry is not voiced, heaven is not moved and history is not initiated. The end is hopelessness. Where the cry is seriously voiced, heaven may answer …" 61 For other scholars, the hope arises not necessarily from changed circumstances, but from "public resistance to YHWH and refusal to accept further punishment without challenge". 62 The very act of resistance to suffering provokes strength to well up, to replace hopelessness. Thus the refusal to settle for the way things are emerges either from a tenacious hope that believes things can change, or it stimulates hope as it protests an unrighteous situation.
Thus, lament is the language of hope, for lament and hope are "flipsides of the same coin". 63 One could also say that lament and faith are inseparable. For without faith that God cares and will do something, one would not bother to 'pour oneself out' to God. 64 In our modern world, complaint and lack of faith have been equated, 65 but the converse is true. Lament can enrich a naïve view of faith. It does not represent a failure of faith, but an act of faith. 66 The lamenter recognises his utter dependence on God, and consequently "gives full rein to his lament as the expression of his belief that no human aid can avail him anything", but that "God in his [sic] great love and compassion will not resist his plea." 67 Complaint to a fellow human being would be simply complaint, but as it is addressed to God, "this makes all the difference", 68 it becomes an act of faith. http://scriptura.journals.ac.za
Examples of Contemporary Laments (based on Biblical Laments), illustrating Theological Insights 9
Gelin 69 agrees that cries of indignation are not blaspheming but the out-workings of faith. For example, the pain the psalmist expresses in Psalm 88 is "within the limits of faith". They are "cries that need to be uttered", and the fact that they were uttered (and recorded as holy text) affirms that such an "opening-out of oneself to God" is recognised to be an act of faith.
70 And "faith is the foundation of hope … for faith unites us to the God of promises."
71 Thus lament, in the eyes of God, is a sign of both hope and faith.
God is Confrontational but does not crush or rebuke the Complainant
The fact that complaint is recorded in the Scriptures as 'serious speech' shows that the petitioner is heard and valued. 72 With regard to Job, he had wanted to see God and to speak to God, but he feared how God might respond to his complaint. 73 Nevertheless, "those who genuinely hurt dare to speak a command, even to the throne of God."
74 Clearly God is confrontational, as is evident in Job 38-41. However, God does not crush nor rebuke Job 75 but rather ultimately commends him (Job 42:7-8). The confrontation implicit in lament seems to make a change in both parties.
76
A modern example of a confrontational interaction with God is seen in the work of the South African poet, Mzwakhe Mbuli. His writing shows a "relentless respectful-disrespectful questioning of God" but demonstrates too that it is legitimate to talk back to God.
77 For example, in his poem "Why Tricks not Solutions", he includes the lines: 78 "Therefore my God owes a special apology, To the ancient people of Babylon, Egypt, Sodom, and Gomorra."
His work suggests that the complainant is not rebuked. In other writings, he is respectful to God as the following line 79 indicates:
"Oh mighty Kumkani/God, help me as I rise myself …"
Such is the nature of lament: engaging with God, sometimes positively, sometimes negatively, but engaging!
God allows Criticism of Godself to be included in the Scriptures
In the Psalms, expression ranges from celebration to complaint. The mood of a particular psalm depends not only on the situation in which the psalmist finds himself, but also on his conception of YHWH based on the current relationship between them. In praise psalms, God is seen as benevolent whereas in psalms of complaint, God is seen as indifferent or However, their inclusion in the Scriptures means that protest against God or criticism of God's actions was not denied to the people of God, to the extent that such protests were even recorded for future generations.
82
The musical composer, Shulamit Ran, 83 has noted: "It is one of the extraordinary things about the Jewish religion that confronting God, even to the point of challenging God's actions and judgment, is acceptable." God is not threatened, and does not react vindictively when people complain against God. For example, when the people complained in the book of Exodus, God did not punish them, but rather gave sustenance to those in need.
84 Also when traumatised people accuse God, God seems to recognise and accept that their pain and anger make them likely to rage against not only the perpetrators but also against God (as a powerful one who did not prevent their suffering).
85
Many people find the notion of criticising God offensive. For example, Bullock 86 concedes that we are invited to speak freely with God, but he adds: "We must be careful to use this freedom … not to become defiant or mutinous before God, or filled with insolence or hatred of our enemies." This seems to go against the very nature of lament, when there are no constraints on what is acceptable before God. As Brueggemann 87 observes, "In these prayers, the last residue of transcendentalism is overcome and even God is expected to change". From a study of Lamentations, Kathleen O'Connor observes that lament is necessary to "burn away pseudo-spiritualities and God-diminishing pieties" which dodge the truth and allow God to escape unchallenged.
88 Thereby, it "smashes images of a god harnessed to our bidding", or a god who does not give room for the expression of pain.
89
Thus a study of biblical laments changes and enriches our notions about God. Laments also serve three other purposes, which will now be mentioned briefly. First, one's understanding of the Christian life becomes more realistic when one realises that suffering is part of most people's lot, and thus one cannot have a relationship with God in which there is only praise and never lamentation. 90 Moreover, there is not always closure to a situation of pain. Some lament psalms (e.g. Psalm 88) and the book of Lamentations make it clear that truth is more important than comfort.
91 This is a necessary reminder as there is a strong movement in many churches today for 'triumphalist faith', with a focus on 'victory' and 'abundance' and freedom from difficulty. And yet this leaves the Christian with a distorted 92 Laments thus help bring a more accurate understanding of spiritual reality. Second, pain-bearers are helped in various ways. Studying biblical lament helps them identify and name their pain, and this affirms their human dignity. The biblical laments also make it clear that it is a fallacy that suffering should always be borne patiently. 93 Indeed, the biblical laments can provide a template to help contemporary sufferers bring their own personal pain into the open. For as Dorothee Soelle 94 points out, suffering is not to be denied or ignored, but in fact is one of the ways to God, if it is worked through. And the way to work through it is by speaking out one's own personal lament. This restores agency to the former victim, restoring to him/her a voice, the first step toward healing. Moreover, being able to share one's pain with empathic others also enables the sufferer not to feel isolated and alone any longer. Indeed, the opportunity to hear the pain of sufferers can change one's thinking and acting, and consequently the practice of communal lament can also lead to a healthier, more socially aware community. This is the third additional value of lament, simply mentioned here but expanded elsewhere.
95
The most extreme example of a biblical lament is that seen in the book of Lamentations. This adds a new dimension to the function of some laments, and thus this is reviewed below briefly before returning to the empirical laments.
Insight from the Book of Lamentations: A Hidden Transcript in some Biblical Laments
The book of Lamentations is intense in the level of suffering experienced by the community, and their pouring out of pain to God. As in many psalms of lament, YHWH is named as the agent of destruction, 96 "[driven by] abusive rage" in chapter 2. 97 However, in the central and prominent 98 verse of the book (3:33) there is a comment that "He does not willingly afflict" (ESV). 99 The book then ends in Chapter 5 with a communal lament in which YHWH is accused of having failed to help Israel, but also suggesting that Israel's suffering is a result of her having broken the covenant through her disobedience. Transcripts. New Haven, CT: Yale Univ. Press, 1990 . Both maintain that, before dominant authorities, the speech of subordinates typically includes ritual performance (the 'public transcript') but there is also a 'hidden transcript' (which may include evasion and resistance).
